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War hyLaca Imperils the Survival of Meo Trices 


By HENRY KAMM 

Speed*. 1 to Th.? New York Timet 

VIENTIANE, Laos, March 15 
— The tough and fierce Meo 
mountain tribesmen of Laos, re- 
treating before the North Viet- 
namese invaders, arc nearing 
the end of the mountains and 
the limits of their strength* 
Their survival in their tradition- 
al pattern of life has become a 
matter of concern to them and 
to their friends. 

The Meo, who in their fight 
against the North Vietnamese 
are supported and advised by!- 
the United States Central Intel- 
ligence Agency, have been mov- 
ing southward from deep within 
China for centuries — nomads. of 
the • highlands, slashing and 
burning rice fields out of the 
wooded mountainsides and mov- 
ing on when the soil is 
exhausted. 

Hostile pressure lias some- 
times speeded their southward 
move, but there have always 
been mountains ahead of them* 

Now the advance, of the North 
Vietnamese, coming out of the 
region of their own Meo minori- 
ty around Dienbienphu during 
; the last ■ decade, lias steadily 
driven the Meo of Laos to tho 
south and. the west until they: 

find themselves near the edge; 
of the mountains. 

Stretching ahead to the broad 
Mekong River lies the Vientiane 
Plain. Beyond that is the flat 
paddy land of Thailand, and 
then the sea. 

The Meo, a small people of 
Chinese appearance who are 
easily distinguished from the 
brown-skinned Laotians, find 
the plain oppressively hot be- 
cause they have always lived 
at heights up to 5,000 feet. Fur- 
thermore, they have no taste 
for life in the larger communi- 
ties of the plain, 

As the military situation de- 
teriorates, rockets have been 


Ticng and trudging in tilin’ 
columns through the moon-! 
tains. Americans who have, 
long been close to the hill tribe j 
— the name is pronounced Mavj 
-oh — estimate that about 100,- j 


Knowledgeable observers re- 
port that the United Stales and 
General Vang Pao are the 
sources of what the ordinary 
Meo need to live. .Permanently 
on the move as they are, they 
depend , on the. United ■ States 
for almost all the necessities of 
life. 

Wherever the Meo halt, for a 
day or for months, United 
States planes land or drop rice, 
meal, medicines, building ma 


for the first time dr such a set- 
ting of a search lot a haven 
for his people. Ho drew a 
gloomy picture of tbe outlook 
for the annua! Con iaunist dry-' 
season offensive th a gathering 
strength and predicted the loss 
of Long Tieng. j 

General Vang Par- L reported] 
to be more optii ii.--.tic now, 
buoyed by at leas, four Thai 
battalions and by three Laotian 
ibaltulipns f rmn oi regions 
ials and clothing. The United that, under his conirnand, are 
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Maj. Gen. Vang Pao, who 
told the Meo people Long 
Cheng was invulnerable, 
has been losing their 
confidence because of 
almost daily attacks. 


ten 

States is feeding and supplying 
170,000 people — 70 or 80 per 
cent of the Meo- -concentrated 
in a small region of northern 
Laos ’ south of Long Ticng, 
north of the Vientiane Plain 
■and east of the Mekong. 

Until last March the supply 
’operations were centered in the 
town of Sam Thong, created 
as the administrative center of 
the Meo nation, by the United 
Slates. Enemy attacks caused 
it to be evacuated, and the 
operation moved to the previ- 
ous v prepared site of Ban Xon, 
kb ri ’20 miles to the sou’th- 
|\ve»i. - 

I Now that ’ the enemy 


participating effectively in the 
defense of Long Tien* ~ 

That has resulted ir, a halt in 
the general south* a d move, 
but the search for r lusting so- 
lution, if such can be found, 
continues. 

Example of the Tibetans 
Chao Saykham, who has 


! struck at Ban Xon, an alternate 
site is under construction. 


been Governor of Xi m jkiiouang. 
Province, a princip 1 center of 
Meo life, for 28 years, was 
found at his home the other 
day reading a boo’, about the 
fate of the Tibetan . The Gov- 
i ernor, whose, princely title, 
Chao, identifies hin as a mem-, 
has ber °f the former royal family 
of Xiengkhouang arid not as a’ 


Meo, said he was r u lying the! 
fate of another ir.c-.ir, tain peo- 
ple defeated and < isplaced in 


Hie Key Question Now 
_ , ... great numbers by a Communist 

T< ? nl i?. ny Pf op e ’ e .„ “war of national lib rUion." 

o the Meo the question is no A responsible ^ - T ; fan com 

longer where to move them m men t C( j that Chao Saykham, 
temporary safety and how to w j c j c ly respected as one of the 

rare Laotian leaders with a 


enable them to make a new 
stand against the North Viet- 
namese and their Pathet Lao 
allies but, rather, whether the 
time has come to move them 
out of the war while there are 
still enough men left to assure 


000 art- either on the move or 
have temporarily stopped wan- 
dering until their leaders tell 
them to stay or until the enemy 
draws near. _ 

The heart of the area around' the nation’s survival, 
which they are gathering, the 
American-run relief center of 
Bail Xon, was struck last week 
by enemy guerrilla squads; 

Meo arc nervous. 


The mountain region that 
General Vang Pao and Laotian 
and American friends of the 
Meo have in mind lies south- 
east of Long Tieng. It is thinly 


falling almost daily on. Long’ jsoldiers for years 

that the Meo consider their last ®hong Allegiance 

bastion. The missiles have ; . That has been done largely 
shaken the faith of the Meo 'outside the Laotian Govcrn- 
becausc their most powerful ment’s channels because the 
leader, Maj. Gen. Vang Pao, has ;Meo feel no strong allegiance 


Americans have been closc: 5 ettled by- pio-Pathet Lao Meo, 
to the Meo because the military !..vith whom an accommodation 
interests of the United StaMsjcould perhaps be reached. Gen- 
and the Meo leaders coincide, icral Vang Pao has made such 
and the United States has heenlu-mnorary, local arrangements, 
feeding the Meo and arming, (although they were eventually 
supplying and paying theirjupset by the North Vietnamese. j 

The general; who effectively] 

lOl iti- ; 


always told them that Long 
Tieng is invulcrable and that 
when the war was won they 
would return northward tq the 
lands from w'hich they have 
been driven. 

Last month the Meo again 
set out for the south, Weaving.! 
the settlements arourur tong, 


to it and because direct dealings 
have been found more efficient 
in view of'-thc bureaucracy and 
corruption in Vientiane. Prince 
Souvanna Phouma, the Premier, 
a pragmatic man who values 
the military efficiency thus 
ijcycdrJias offer' 


sympathetic interest in the 
mountain people, hVd given up 
the fight. The American added 
that the Meo had been “bled 
white” and were exhausted and 
could not be asked Lo do much 
more fighting. 

The tribesmen, by ali ac- 
counts, have been an good a 
fighting force as t - w Laotian 
Government has ha but their 
losses have been c -t-sfrophic. 
The extent is diifioi 't to deter- 
mine because even i! sir num- 
bers are subject to varied esti- 
mates in this country, whose 
population is put at two million 
to three million. Gut. isos on the 
number of Meo range from 
150,000 to 300,000. 

Even a brief visli to a Meo 
one es- 

f erred by the United States, is|abVc iU '' nber ., of 

*—> ** * 

passes mercurially from periods wit £ u 
of military optimism to spells chlMre l n d 
of deep depression, in which he mcn • D “ u 

has frequently talked of leading i n ’ tho last *!,- 


replaced the traditional, politi- 
cal Meo chieftains by virtue of,, .. . 

the power and patronage con- »oup d sclo-es 

*1 J,,. *k„ efitn Ic s ?? u . al met: the .ua 


compared 
)f women, 
or invalid 


decade according 

■■ 10 ,- 


the Meo out of the war. ! to knowledgeable sr 1 : V 
Last Jan. 16, at an annual qoo men have* w j 
rr.eeting with about 400 

leaders at Long kieng, he spoke <j eat h s DVliT Daule 

' : Cl A-RDP73B00296R0onifw/l&Mii 1 s years 


coiht J.nufi* 
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and the expect;/ 


No estimate is available on 
the number of civilian? killed 
in the fighting, but when the 
hospital at Sam Thong was 
functioning as the chief medical 
facility for the Moo, about 6,000.. 
soldiers and civilians wounded^ 
in military action were treated! 
jin a year. j 

_ Apart from the toll of the' 

! fighting, reliable source? report 
'that the trauma, of migration' 
loads to a death rate of 15 per 
cent in the first year. More- 
over, tiie average M'eo infant' 
mortality rate — -10 in 100 in 
the first year of life — rises 
steeply during unsettled pc-, 
nods. i 

Since the. North Vietnamese 
began their invasion of north- 
ern Laos in force in the 1965-66 
dry season, the entire Meo 
population has been on the 
move. 

General Vang Pao s army, 
after a stepped-up recruiting 
effort, numbers more than. 10,- 
00.0. Little by little the number, 
of other mountain tribesmen, 
ly upland Lao, has been 


growing until the JdAo are in a 
minority 

The number of 12-year-old 
end 13-year-old fighting men 
in the General's forces, appear 
even higher than among regu- 
lar Laotian units. Although 
there ' is no effective draft, 
youngsters are impressed under 
clan and family pressure. 

“The older ones always send; 
their younger brothers,” said 
Touby Lyfong, who was the 
uncrowned “king of the Meo” 
until General Vang Pao became 
the leader. “The little ones 
'are not afraid, but they cannot 
ic.arry the heavier arms. The 
I kids become soldiers because 
jat IS. the others marry andi 
start worrying -about their 
wives and children.” 

The Meo are polygamous, 
with a religion that consists 
mainly of worship of the spirits 
of their ancestors. General 
Vang Pao has four wives and 
perhaps 20 children. 

Under the growing pressure 
on the civilian population, a 
number of Meo soldiers have 
left their units to attend to 
their -families. While it may be 
a form of desertion, itis con- 
doned by Meo custom. It em- 
phasizes, to many here, the 
.need to find a solution. 

[ The question of whether, the 
iMoo can he settled on the 
- plain, if need be, is much dis- 
cussed. The consensus is pes- 
simistic, not only for reasons. of 
climate but also because of the 


l :’i YVlili il^IlGoS 

of -land-owners to make suffi- 
cient land available for’so large 
;a group of what most. Laotians 
regard as racially inferior for- 
eigners. 

Appeal to Thai King 

Mr. Lou-by Lyfong, who has 
lived in Vientiane for more 
.than a decade, is pessimistic. 
He unbuttoned his shirt to 
show that he still gets a heat 
rash. 

He said he talked last year 
to King Phumipbol Aduldet of 
,- Thailand about bringing the 
Laotian Meo across the border 
arid found the King sympa- 
thetic. The province of Saya- 
boury, on the west bank of the 
Mekong in Laos, iias been men- 
tioned by Genera! Vang Pao, 
Chao Saykham and others, but 
only a few Meo have settled 
there. 

Most observers bc’ievc that 
if Long Tien?, remains in Gov- 
ernment hands through ihe cur- 
rent dry season, the Mo will 
return there until next yea \ But 
many, including Americans, 
contend that time for temporiz- 
ing measures has run out. 

“It is the Meo who have 
stemmed the tide until now 
while the people in Vientiane 
don’t give a damn.” Chao Sayk- 
ham said. “Pity must have "its 
turn.” 
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